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Opening Remarks to “No Place to Live: the Housing Crisis Facing Youth Aging-Out
of Foster Care,” a national symposium hosted by the Child Advocacy Clinic of St.
John’s School of Law, March 28, 2008
By Dale Margolin1
Across the country, everyone is talking about a “housing crisis.” For youth who age out
of foster care, just finding a place to sleep each night is a struggle. We know that
nationally, 54% of recently aged-out youth are homeless or unstably housed.2 In addition,
these youth face higher rates of unemployment, under-education, teen pregnancy, and
incarceration.3
We are gathered here today to address the unique and dire housing needs of youth aging
of foster care. I would usually begin a Symposium like this with a story of a young
person’s plight, an illustration of the injustices this population faces. As you all know,
each youth’s story is more tragic than the next. But yet what always surprises and inspires
me most, and I am sure the same is true for you, is the incredible resilience these young
people demonstrate on a daily basis.
Today, however, we are extremely fortunate to be hearing from an entire panel of youth4
We also have two young adults who were formerly in foster care enlightening us on other
panels.5 So I will let these extraordinary young people speak for themselves.
We are also incredibly lucky because experts in advocacy, scholarly research, and public
policy, as well as directors of highly successful programs, are here to explore the
intricacies of the housing crisis facing youth aging-out of foster and its potential
solutions. 6
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Indeed, I was overwhelmed with interest and enthusiasm when I first began planning this
Symposium last spring. This is indicative of a far-reaching awareness of the housing
crisis, and a drive to do something about it, to go beyond our respective professional
contexts and make a dent here, and everywhere, around the country. The months of
planning the Symposium were immensely encouraging.
So now, to set the stage for the work to be done today, I present these brushstrokes (a
slideshow of the following statistics, accompanied by photographs of youth, was shown).


30,000 young people age out foster care each year in the United States.7



Another estimated 30,000 youth who drop out of state care before their birthdays,
because they run away, bringing the total number of young people released yearly
from the U.S. foster care system to 60,000.8



65 percent of these youth need immediate housing upon discharge.9



40-50 percent of former foster youth become homeless within 18 months of
aging-out.10



56 percent of these young people are unemployed when they leave foster care.11



Only 46 percent of foster youth complete high school, compared to 84% of the
general population.12



Fewer than 1 percent of former foster youth finish college, compared to 24% of
the general population.13



27 percent of male children discharged from foster care end up in jail.14

Center The Brooklyn Young Mothers’ Collective, The Children’s Aid Society, The Door, Golden Gate
University School of Law, and the Legal Aid Society. Ronald Richter, New York City’s Family Service
Coordinator, The Honorable Gladys Carrión Commissioner, New York State Office of Children and

Family Services, and the Rev. Alfonso Wyatt Vice President Fund for the City of New
York also presented keynote addresses.
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Nearly 50 percent of the young women in foster care have been pregnant by age
19.15



All foster care youth in the United States are forced to leave their foster placement
at age 18, or by age 21, at the latest.16



The average age that young adults who have never experienced foster care leave
their family home for good is 24.17



65% of non-foster care youth move back in with their parents as adults at least
once after leaving home.18



Nearly four million adults between the ages of 25 and 34 are living with their
parents.19



American parents provide an average of $38,000 in assistance to their adult
children through age 34.20



Three in ten of the nation’s homeless adults report foster care history.21

Some states force youth to leave the foster care system age 18. Others allow full or partial
benefits until age 19, 20, or 21, but 21 is the absolute cutoff.22
No matter how you slice it, the young people themselves are the same the day before and
the day after these monumental birthdays. Only now they are alone; alone in homeless
shelters, alone looking for employment, alone trying to stay in and pay for school, alone
searching for child care so they can do all of these things. They are alone in housing
court, at fair hearings; alone when grappling with the myriad other issues that are part and
parcel of being poor and underserved.
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If we deny the contrasting and paradoxical expectations we have of foster youth versus
non-foster youth, particularly those from middle and upper middle class backgrounds
who remain at home and keep coming back well in to their 20s, we will never understand
or properly address the housing crisis. It is indefensible to expect youth whose lives have
been one rejection after another to leave their “home”” of state custody permanently at
age 18, or at age 21, if the lucky.
We have taken these young people from their family homes and attempted to “raise”
them, only to throw them out on the street or worse upon discharge. We don’t adequately
prepare them to live anywhere on their own, and then we release them without an ounce
of support. Nothing could be more wrong. But while the youth are still in foster care and
transitioning out, at least we know where they are, or we have the ability to find them,
and we can therefore attempt to ameliorate the situation.
These 30,000 plus are young, they have their whole lives ahead of them; but if we don’t
do something about this crisis now, they will slip through the cracks of society, with our
own hands letting them go.

